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Vocabulary is one of the indispensable components of the language system. It 
plays a supremely important role in foreign language learning and teaching. Since 
mid-1980s, with publication of Aitchison’s (1987) Words in the Mind, there has been 
an increasing interest in studying vocabulary from the psychological and cognitive 
perspectives, that is, to study language learners’ mental lexicon.  
Generally the study of L2 mental lexicon focuses on its structure, developmental 
pattern and comparison between L1 and L2 mental lexicons, which, if well 
comprehended, will greatly benefit to both the L2 teachers and the learners in L2 
vocabulary teaching and learning. However, studies on L2 mental lexicon are far from 
adequate in China. Besides, memory strategies as cognition means are believed to 
play some important role in the construction of L2 mental lexicon. Yet very few 
research has been carried out to probe into the relationship between use of memory 
strategies and structure of mental lexicon.  
There are three purposes the present study attempts to achieve. The first is to to 
investigate into the different structures of L2 mental lexicon for high and low 
proficiency learners, that is, to determine how words in L2 mental lexicon of these 
two groups are organized, semantically or phonologcially. The second is to examine 
the different structures of mental lexicon between high and low proficiency learners to 
words of different degrees of integration. The third is to study the relationship 
between the structure of mental lexicon and the use of memory strategies. To achieve 
these purposes, three instruments are implemented in the present empirical study, 
namely, 1) Word Association Test, 2) Test on Depth of Individual Word Knowledge, 
and 3) A Questionnaire of Memory Strategy Inventory for English as Foreign 
Language Learning.  
It is found that 1) L2 learners’ proficiency plays an important role in determining 














proficiency L2 learners and low proficiency L2 learners are different; the structure of 
L2 mental lexicon for high proficiency learners is more semantic than low proficiency 
L2 learners; 2) the degree to which the words are integrated can greatly affect the 
structure of L2 mental lexicon; as words become well known and better integrated 
into the mental lexicon, the phonological connections lose their predominance and 
other more powerful semantic connections become stronger in the mental lexicon; 3) 
the memory strategy uses of high and low proficiency learners manifest significant 
differences; the use of meaning-directed memory strategies such as “Creating Mental 
Linkage Between the New and the Old Knowledge” and “Elaborating” demonstrates 
significantly positive correlations with number of semantic responses given, which 
indicates that the mastery of meaning-directed strategies helps establish or restructure 
one’s mental lexicon into a more semantic one. 
In the last part, basing on the a literature review of the L2 mental lexicon studies 
and the findings drawn from the present empirical study, the author tentatively 
establishes a model of the development pattern for L2 mental lexicon which illustrates 
the developmental course of an L2 Learner’s mental lexicon in vocabulary acquisition. 
In this part, the author also provides some pedagogical implications to help better 
cope with vocabulary teaching and learning.  
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Chapter One  Introduction  
1 
Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1 Background and Aims of the Study 
Words are supremely important though most of us use them all the time without 
thinking. Without them, we would be quite lost. Just as Russion poet Mandelstam (qtd 
by Vygotsky in 1934, qtd again by Jean Archison, 1987: 3) claims: “I want to utter a 
word, but that word I cannot remember; and the bodiless thought will now return to 
the palace of shadows”. Words to an idea are like bricks to a building. Without words, 
expressing a simple idea would be extremely difficult, not to say expressing a 
complex thought. Comparing with other elements in a language, namely, grammar, 
words are predominantly important. Wilkins’ (1972) much quoted statement 
concerning the importance of vocabulary runs as follows: “Without grammar, very 
little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” Widdowson 
(1978) echoes Wilkins’ emphasis on vocabulary by his findings that native speaker 
can better understand ungrammatical utterances with accurate vocabulary than those 
with accurate grammar but inaccurate vocabulary.  
Just as words are crucial in one’s mother language acquisition, vocabulary 
learning is prominently important in foreign language learning too. Virtually all L2 
learners and their teachers are well aware of the fact that learning L2 involves the 
learning of large numbers of L2 words and phrases. Coady (1997) did a survey and 
found that most L2 learners considered good vocabulary acquisition as a critical factor 
in a successful L2 learning. L2 learners are typically conscious of the extent to which 
limitation in their vocabulary knowledge hamper their ability to communicate 
effectively in the target language, since lexical items carry the basic information load 
of the meanings they wish to comprehend and express.  
Vocabulary is important; therefore it is worth our attention and our effort to 
improve one’s vocabulary quality. However, having noticed the fact that a child 
acquires mother language vocabulary naturally and automatically in the process of 
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